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The word ‘wiki’ is the shortened form of wiki wiki e the
Hawaiian term used to denote something ‘quick’ or ‘fast’.
These days, the word wiki is often used as pre-fix for
web sites that are freely editable by anyone who visits
them:
‘‘Wiki: a type of website that allows users to add,
remove, or otherwise edit all content very quickly and
easily, sometimes without the need for registration. This
ease of interaction and operation makes a wiki an
effective tool for collaborative writing.’’
The definition above comes from ‘Wikipedia’, which
today is the largest, fastest growing and most up to date
encyclopedia in the world (and the most successful wiki).
As of 2nd June 2006, it boasted 13,000 active contributors
working on over 3.8 million articles in more than 100
languages (over 1.1 million articles in English alone).
Wikipedia states that ‘‘every day, hundreds of thousands
of visitors from around the world, make tens of thousands
of edits and create thousands of new articles to enhance
the amount of knowledge held by the Wikipedia encyclo-
pedia (see Fig. 1)’’.1 According to the website ranking
service Alexa, Wikipedia has now become the 16th most
visited website in the world.2
To put Wikipedia’s achievements in context, at the same
time that it was celebrating the publishing of its one-
millionth entry in less than four years (an article in Hebrew
about the Kazakhstan flag), the Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography was launched, 55,000 biographies,
taking 12 years to complete and costing £25 million.3 The
key phrase here is ‘collaborative scale’ but Wikipedia has
its thoughts on its extraordinary popularity and its website4
states that:
 it offers information for many subjects in a more easily
readable manner;1743-9191/$ - see front matter ª 2006 Published by Elsevier Ltd on b
doi:10.1016/j.ijsu.2006.07.002 Wikipedia is mapping out group-behaviour in a way
that’s never been done before;
 people derive pleasure and validation from seeing their
edits remain in place;
 the real prospect that mass-editing might be less sub-
jective than the conventional editing process;
 the ‘‘herding effect’’ that inexplicably gathers around
certain aspects of pop culture;
 the surprising find that goodwill prevails amongst the
Wikipedians, possibly suggesting that humans are
basically good and that evil can be vanquished by col-
laboration; and
 never before has the boundary between participant and
observer been blurred on such a large scale.
What about copyright and cost?
In an environment with a collective ability to create, edit
and fact check, what about copyright? All the text and
images in Wikipedia are covered by the GNU free Docu-
mentation License (GFDL) and contributions remain the
property of their creators, but are allowed to be freely
distributable and reproducible.
The Britannica Print Set Suite costs £1044.00 ($1395 in
the USA) and the Microsoft Encarta Reference Library 2006
DVD costs £39.99 (Encarta 2006 premium costing $49.95 in
the USA). In contrast, Wikipedia is freely accessible and
easy to update, written by its readers, with no set group of
authors, no set editorial board, just a few people to
manage the project and keep it running. The only pre-
requisite is a computer with an Internet connection (so it is
accessible even when you travel abroad or via your PDA). Of
course, this is particularly important in the developing
world, where resources are limited and the agendas of both
Government, some sections of foreign aid and indeed many
charities focus more on getting communities hooked up to
the Internet rather than making sure that people have
copies of static encyclopedias. In fact, a wiki would evenehalf of Surgical Associates Ltd.
Editorial 141Figure 1 The growth of Wikipedia since its January 2001 launch (ªWikipedia.org).allow people in the developing world not just to consume
but to contribute on an equal footing with people in the
developed countries.
This collected knowledge of people who care is the
ultimate expression of teamwork, with articles being linked
together, allowing people to naturally read around a subject
and jump to related topics and conduct searches on a vast
‘knowledge network’. Once on the site, people are no more
than two clicks away from editing most sections and
‘‘plugging holes’’, starting new pages and recording your
own knowledge can be quite a liberating experience.
The critical issues of accuracy and authority
Some critics may say that the Britannica is more comprehen-
sive e not so e its 65,000 entries and 44 million words are
dwarfed by Wikipedia’s 1.1 million articles and 500 million
words (in English alone). Others may say that the Wikipedia
content is significantly less accurate, again not necessarily
so, in October 2004, the German computer engineering
magazine, c’t,5 tested the content of three major digital
encyclopedias: Brockhaus, Encarta, and Wikipedia. The
test covered 22 subjects in the fields of Science, Society
and the Arts, with articles on these topics being reviewed
by subject experts for breadth, depth, and comprehensibil-
ity of contente the net result: Wikipedia came first, a signif-
icant margin ahead of the other two encyclopedias, indeed it
fared particularly well in Science topics. Similar results were
shown in a study by the weekly German newspaper Die Zeit.6
In December 2005, a study published in Nature7 com-
pared Wikipedia with Britannica for the first time using
blinded peer-review. In 42 entries tested, it found the
average science entry in Wikipedia contained around
four inaccuracies and Britannica, about three. In total,reviewers also found many factual errors, omissions or
misleading statements in both encyclopedias: 162 and 123
in Wikipedia and Britannica, respectively.7 Britannica re-
sponded to this study with a 20-page report8 where they
disputed about half the errors pointed out in the article
and then in March 2006, published a half-page advertise-
ment in the London Times criticizing Nature Editors and
demanding that they retract the story, to which Nature
responded with a rebuttal of their own.9
The challenges of maintaining law and
order in a virtual community engaged
in open content assemblage
One would think that this sort of open system would lead to
arguments over content, considering anyone can edit it at
any time, but the strange thing is e it usually doesn’t.
Wikipedia states that people are encouraged to ‘‘write
articles from a neutral point of view, representing differing
views on a subject fairly and sympathetically.’’
Where individuals get into a dispute, such as an ‘‘edit
war’’, where they are constantly undoing each other’s
changes, or just an endless debate over a particular point,
theydiscuss openly in blogs or discussion forums andcan even
hold a vote on the issue. If this doesn’t work, there is a formal
mediation process and the case can even go to an arbitration
committee. In very extreme cases, the co-founder Jimmy
Wales himself intervenes in his role as ‘‘benign dictator’’. If
there are major problems, administrators can step in to
delete or lock pages. Policies and strategies are formed
openly and posted online, discussed and voted on. While the
content develops automatically and anarchically, nothing
happens to the social structure of Wikipedia without the
consent of the core community.
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sabotage the integrity of the content. Staff members of
US Congressman have been caught changing Wikipedia
entries; deleting campaign pledges they had failed to live
up to.10 In another example, one article was revealed as
falsely suggesting that John Seigenthaler, Sr., a former
assistant to US Senator Robert Kennedy, may have been in-
volved in his assassination. The interesting point is that this
error was corrected after it was identified and there is now
an article explaining the whole incident e on Wikipedia of
course.11 The good thing is that such high profile examples
of vandalism are the exception rather than the rule.
In addition, an evolving document study12 by the Collab-
orative User Experience Research Group at IBM found that
whilst many pages on Wikipedia that treats controversial
topics (such as abortion) have been vandalized at some
point in their history, such vandalism was usually repaired
within 5 min, so quickly that most users will never see its
effects. In October 2004 the Guardian Online reported3
the following Wikipedia case study:
At 23:23, 27 September 2004: a user by the name of
‘‘Hitler’’ edited the entry on Judaism by proposing
that it be put forward for a ‘‘Vote For Deletion’’. He
summarized his edit as ‘‘HOLOCAUST LOL’’.
At 23:29: another user removed this entry from the page.
At 23:44: ‘‘Hitler’’ was banned indefinitely from the site.
Pages which face frequent vandalism like the one about
President George W. Bush can now only be edited by
registered members with accounts older than four days.
Site administrators can even add a delay to changes
requested on a high profile page. Overall, self-policing
has worked well so far.
The unique feature of Wikipedia is that it reveals things
that are normally hidden in an encyclopedia: the numerous
decisions lying behind each entry, the genesis of debate
and robust dialogue on issues of contention. This is what
takes Wikipedia beyond just being an encyclopedia or
a research tool, it’s a record of human existence, experi-
ence and social interaction.
The roots of Wikipedia lie in the open source software
movement, which took off in the early 1990s with the
development of Linux, a free version of the Unix computer
operating system. Raymond, the programmer and author
analysed the Linux phenomenon in his 1997 paper, ‘‘The
Cathedral and the Bazaar’’,13 which has since become the
manifesto for the open source movement. Raymond com-
pared the traditional school of software development to
cathedrals, which meant they were ‘‘carefully crafted, by
individual wizards or small bands of mages (magicians)
working in splendid isolation’’. In contrast, the open source
community he wrote, ‘‘seemed to resemble a great bab-
bling bazaar of differing agendas and approaches.out of
which a coherent and stable system could seemingly
emerge only by a succession of miracles.’’
The critical law of the bazaar school of publishing,
Raymond claimed, was that ‘‘given enough eyeballs, all
bugs are shallow’’. And this is at the heart of how Wikipedia
works. Because it has so many people swarming over it all
the time errors and abuses of the system are all quicklypicked up. As Wikipedians gain more experience, the
evolution of an incredibly intricate and democratic social
order develops and this vast dynamic project is kept in
order.
Is there a need for a Wikisurgery.com?
It has been over five years since Wikipedia was launched, is
there a real need for a Wikisurgery? One thing is clear,
people write about topics they know about and care about
and there isn’t a huge amount of surgical knowledge within
Wikipedia presumably because large numbers of surgeons
are not contributing. Naturally a community of surgeons
and allied professionals with an interest in the field is
more likely to develop the surgical knowledge set than
laypeople.
These reasons have been brought home to me when I
found myself on-call and needed to search for informa-
tion fast (even as a reminder of the facts rather than as
a research tool). Most people go straight to Google and
conduct a search, but many of the websites which come
up are unreliable and not vetted for quality and accuracy,
in addition, some information can be very difficult to
find.
For surgeons the opportunity is clear, if we utilise every
individual’s knowledge set built up over years of lectures,
exams, training and dealing with thousands of patients, it
can benefit everyone. But wikisurgery would be more than
just a depot of surgical knowledge, not only just articles
about facts but also articles about controversy, debates,
with none of the usual editorial limits on space. Indeed it
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